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Presskey vs. Perpetual Conditional Subroutines 
The Debate Rages On 


ne of the most ancient and pecu- 
liar techniques seasoned Au- 
“= thorware users employ is using 
perpetual click/touch areas as subrou- 
tines. Authors can then call these sub- 
routines repeatedly using __ the 
Presskey() system function. In the old 
days (prior to version 2.0), this tech- 
nique allowed for reusable content and 
logic. Today, reusable content is han- 
dled much better through media li- 
braries, but the the need for reusable 
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logic remains. 

Version 2.0 offered an alternative 
technique for implementing subroutines, 
the perpetual condition. Its structure and 
calling mechanism was a bit less esoteric 


First Issue a Success 


hank you for your supportive 
response to the first issue of 
AuthorWords. Your many 
words of encouragement and 
suggestions have given us new 
enthusiasm for this project. 

Please keep the letters, e-mail, and 
faxes coming. And for the person who 
sent us a sheet of stamps, we have an 
extra measure of appreciation. 


and therefore perhaps more attractive to 
authors. The two techniques, however, 
have generated a bit of controversy. 
Which one is better? Are 
there any penalties to using 
one rather than the other? 
This article will attempt to 
shed the cold light of reason 
on a subject where hot tem- 
per and stormy opinion 
have previously prevailed. 
But first, we will explain 
both techniques in detail. 

The Presskey subroutine 
is perhaps the most fasci- 
nating bit of lore an Author- 
warian can learn. The author remembers 
the sense of wonder he felt when a wise, 
veteran AuthorWarrior taught him the 
trick many years ago. It is immensely 
useful, alleviating the need to copy icons 
wherever they are 
needed. Instead, only 
one set of icons need ap- 
pear in the file, cutting 
down on file size and 
vastly simplifying main- 
tenance. 

The trigger for the sub- 
routine is a perpetual 
click/touch area estab- 
lished somewhere early 
in the file. Figure 1 
shows how this might 
look. The perpetual op- 
tion must be on. If it is 
perpetual, we can call it at any point in 
the file after it has been encountered for 
the first time. The branching is set as 
Return. This ensures that execution will 
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return to the point from which the sub- 
routine was called, after it is finished. 
The click touch area itself is moved off 
the screen. This seems very 
odd at first. Why establish 
a click/touch area that the 
user cannot click or touch? 
This is precisely the point! 
We do not want the user 
click or touching it. Only 
the course itself should be 
able to call the subroutine. 
You can move _ the 
click/touch area off the 
screen with either the 
mouse or the position dia- 
log. 

The most important part of the 
Presskey subroutine is the keyboard 
equivalent. We choose a strange, cryp- 
tic character. We want something that 
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Figure 2. 


the user won't be able to type easily. We 
wouldn't want anyone to inadvertently 
trigger the subroutine by striking a-key. 


(Continued on page 3) 
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Thumbnail sketches for displays, sounds and movies 


Mac - Command-Option click 
PC - Right mouse button click 


An important authoring skill is the 
ability to predict how an interaction will 
work without double-clicking on each 
icon in the flowline to check the 
contents. This month’s shortcut allows 
authors to “peek” at the contents of each 
icon. 

Using the shortcut with a display icon 
(or interaction icon) may show a smaller 
thumbnail shot of the objects. In the 
illustration, 50% means that the graphics 
are shown at half size. 

Try this shortcut with any icon! This 


Beginners’ Corner 
7 on important part of controlling 

jew the screen’s appearance is the 

see" layer in which display icons 
appear. In general, objects are layered 
on the screen in the order they appear in 
the flow line. In other words, the last 
item in the flow line lays on top of any 
other displays, much as the last 
transparency laid on an _ overhead 
projector appears on top of previous 
transparencies. 

There is an important exception to the 
rule, however! Any object that is 
moving (being animated by an 
animation icon, dragged by a user, or 
played by a movie icon) will always 
come to the top of whatever is sitting 
still, unless the author sets layer 
numbers. 

The general rule for layer numbers is: 
the higher the number, the closer the 
object is to you. 

Authorware automatically assigns 
layer numbers in the following way: the 
default number for an object that is still 
is always zero, and the default for a 
moving object is always one. 

You may have discovered that 
multiple animated objects or movies can 
be layered by plugging a number into the 
animation or movie dialogue box. In 
this way, you can have a moving goose 


is a great way to preview a sound, a 
movie, an animation icon (the object 
being animated is shown), and even an 
erase icon, although only the first item in 
the erase icon’s erase list is shown. 


flying in front of or behind a moving 
cloud. 

In the same way, however, you can tell 
any display object to stay in the 
foreground. Open the display icon 
you’d like to change, and choose the 
Effects option from the Attributes menu. 

Drop a high number in the layer slot, 
and the display will always appear in 
front of anything else (except digital 
video clips!). Layer numbers are all 
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relative to each other, so it doesn’t really 
matter which numbers you use. Just 
remember the general rule, and you 
can’t go wrong. 

A small warning may be in order: 
when you choose to set a layer number 


Herr Doktor Ikon Answers 
Your Authoring Questions 


octor Ikon is resting comfort- 
ably in his Vienna flat after 
wa having published his newest 
book (Multimedia, the Electronic 
Neurasthenia. Schildbein, 224 pages). 

Frau B_ writes: “Is there a 
‘TextToNum’ function that will take 
character data that is a numeral and con- 
vert it to numeric data?” 

The doctor responds: “Fortunately, 
Authorware has no data type fixation of 
the kind that plagues most other com- 
puter languages. If a variable string con- 
tains a number, you can use it in any 
mathematical expression, and Author- 
ware will automatically take care of any 
conversion, transference, or sublimation 
that might be required.” 


to a still graphic, Authorware thinks of 
that object as being animated in place 
(this effect used to be known as 
“vibrating” an object)! Just be aware 
that the more animation that is going on 
at one time, the more your application’s 
performance may be adversely affected. 

One way around this problem may be 
to “vibrate” as small a graphic as 
possible. For example, to have a car 
drive behind a house, you may want to 
cut a strip from the house just wider than 
the car, and have only that strip layered 
in it’s own display icon. 


In the next issue of 
AuthorWords... 


Our third issue should hit the 
newsstands sometime in July. Look for 
these articles: 
e Fonts“and Other Cross Platform 
Issues. 

e Summer Fun with DLL’s 

e Sneak Preview of the new Computer 
Managed Instruction product from 
Solis. 

Remember, only you can prevent this 
periodical from degenerating into boring 
irreleyancy. Please write, call, or e-mail 
with your suggestions for topics. 
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(Continued from page 1) 

In the example shown in Figure 2, we 
chose O, which is alt-0211 under Win- 
dows. On the Mac, try a character like 
shift-option-W or something equally un- 
likely. 

Now all of the foregoing discussion 
seems backward and contradictory. 
Why set up a click/touch area that no 
one can click with a keyboard equivalent 
no one can type? Figure 3 should help 
to illuminate the solution. It shows an 
example of how the subroutine is called. 
The calculation icon embraces one line: 
a call to the system function 
Presskey(). 
The single ar- 
gument is the 
character we 
want gener- 
ated. When 
Authorware 
encounters 
this function, 
it generates a single keystroke, exactly 
as if the user had typed it. Authorware 
then matches this keystroke to the key- 
board equivalent we typed into the re- 
sponse options dialog for the subroutine. 
Execution immediately jumps to the 
subroutine. When the subroutine has 
completed, it returns to where we 
started. 

That is a quick overview of the 
Presskey subroutine. There is much 
more to learn about Presskey subrou- 
tines. Because the focus of this article 
lies elsewhere, however, we will save an 
in-depth discussion of Presskey subrou- 
tines for another issue. 

As we mentioned earlier, ver- 
sion 2.0 enabled a 
new technique that 
rose to challenge 
the venerable 
Presskey subrou- 
tine. It is called the 
Perpetual Condi- 
tional and is much 
simpler to imple- 
ment. It uses the same perpetual interac- 
tion placed early in the file, as shown in 
figure 4. Its options, shown in figure 5, 
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Figure 3. 


are fairly simple. The perpetual option 
is on , and the branching is set to return, 
as with the Presskey subroutine. The re- 
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Figure 5. 


sponse type, however, is conditional. 
The expression is simply a variable, re- 
served for that purpose. This variable is 
normally set to False. Figure 6 shows 
how the subroutine is called. The calcu- 
lation has only 
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we have intro- 
duced the two contenders, we will judge 
them on their merits. Before we dive 
into the comparison, a couple of caveats 
are in order. The tests we ran measured 
the variables we thought of. It does not 
purport to be exhaustive or comprehen- 
sive research into this topic. There may 
be other issues we did not explore. 
Our first question was: "Which 


method is faster? We set up a simple test 
to tell. We constructed a decision that 
looped 100 times, calling a function each 
time through the loop. On a 486DX 33 


4 ———=s mhz, 100 
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condi- 
tional function calls 
took 2.09 seconds, 
on average. 100 
Presskey function 
calls took 1.87 sec- 
onds on the same 
machine. The differ- 
ence is about twelve 
per cent. This is not a great deal, consid- 
ering that it would not be normal prac- 
tice to repeatedly call a subroutine that 
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many times. So it seems in terms of time 
to call the function, it doesn’t really mat- 
ter which we use. 

If that were the only 
criterion, we might lean 
toward using the condi- 
tional function because it 
is easier to author and 
perhaps a bit easier to un- 
derstand. Unfortunately, 
that is not the only consid- 
eration. 

Perpetuals of any kind 
should always raise a per- 
formance question in an 
Author’s mind. They tend to slow down 
the entire program. Both techniques use 
perpetuals. We wondered how their use 
might bog down an application. 

We decided to test how much perfor- 
mance penalty we suffered by adding 
each incremental perpetual response. 
We set up the same test, except we 
added extra perpetual responses, and 
created a table of results. In each file, 
we started off by adding one response, 
and then re-running the 100 iteration 
test. Then we added one more, and con- 
tinued until we reached five. We then 
tested at ten and fifteen to see how the 
trend continued. The results of this test 

(Continued on page 4) 


What is Solis? 


olis is a professional services 
firm, ready to help you with 
your custom development chal- 
lenges. We have extensive experience 
developing multi-media and computer- 
based training applications for Macin- 
toshes and Windows. Our skills include 
traditional languages such as Pascal and 
C++ as well as Authorware Professional. 
We also train in the use of Authorware. 
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Perpetual Debate 


(Continued from page 3) 

are graphed in figure 7. The horizontal 
axis shows the number of perpetuals in 
the file. The vertical axis shows the 
number of seconds required for 100 iter- 
ations. The gray line represents the con- 
ditional functions, and the black line 
represents the Presskey functions. 
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Figure 7. 


It is plain that each additional condi- 
tional perpetual response has a far more 
serious impact on performance than the 
click/touch responses do. 
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So what can we conclude from 
this exercise? The calling mecha- 
nism for each method takes about 
the same amount of time, though 
the conditional routines are easier 
to set up. On the other hand, con- 
ditional perpeptuals add more 
overhead than click/touch areas. 

Our recommendation is to keep 
the number of perpetual responses 
to a minimum, whether you are 
using the conditional or Presskey 
technique. One \ “> this is 
to use a function : ‘ariable 
with one perpetua).__- «se. This 
involves setting up an Nth path decision 
in side the function. Each path attached 
to the decision is a separate function. 
Before you call the perpetual response, 
you set a function sector variable to the 
path number you want to use. This con- 
serves perpetual responses. Figure 8 
shows how this might work. 

And so concludes AuthorWords Labo- 
ratories first research project. We hope 
you found this discussion useful. We 
plan more articles like this in the future, 
exploring real-world performance trade- 
offs associated with different Author- 
ware techniques. 
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Solis offers advanced 
Authorware classes 


For those of you clamoring for more 
Authorware topics, Solis offers 
customized expeditions down the 
flowline. The next seminar, entitled 
“Advanced Topics: Navigation and 
Tracking” will be held in Chicago, June 
13-17. The same class will also be held 
in Atlanta, July 11-15. Call (415) 285- 
0941 for more information. 
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